Metastatic carcinoma in the cervical lymph nodes from an occult primary: a conservative approach to the role of radiotherapy.
This retrospective study examines the results of treatment for cervical lymph node metastases from an unknown primary epithelial cancer of squamous cell or anaplastic histology. The analysis covers a series of 87 consecutive unselected patients at the Middlesex Hospital, London, in the years between 1954 and 1986. Fifty-eight patients received radiation therapy with a view to cure, 25 patients were treated with radiotherapy to a palliative dose, 1 patient only had a radical neck dissection, and 3 patients received no treatment apart from excision biopsy. In contrast to common practice in the United States, only a single patient received prophylactic radiation to the nasopharynx as part of the initial therapy. Overall actuarial survival for all patients (87) at 2 years was 43% and at 5 years 33%, and in the radically treated group (58) it was 52% and 40%, respectively. Only 6 of the 87 patients (7%) subsequently revealed a primary tumor above the clavicles. Overall disease control above the clavicles was achieved in 53% (46/87), but was 64% (37/58) in the radically treated group. Guidelines for radiation therapy are discussed in view of these results.